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Viewing Vico within German Idealism
On Jacobi’s Comparison of Vico with Kant 
and with Schelling’s System of Identity
Abstract
Although it generally holds that Giambattista Vico was almost never mentioned in Germany 
during the heyday of German idealism, there is an important exception to this general state-
ment. As he happened to be acquainted with Vico’s early work De	antiquissima	Italorum	
sapientia	 ex	 linguae	 latinae	 originibus	 eruenda (1710), Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi made 
interesting use of a passage from this book in his Von	den	göttlichen	Dingen	und	ihrer	Of-
fenbarung (1811), which is famous for its polemical tone towards Schelling’s system. He 
here indicates that Kant’s central insight that we concieve an object only insofar as we are 
able to construct it in our thoughts (as is the case in geometry as opposed to metaphysics) 
had been formulated in Italy “long before Kant” in Vico’s work, as well as in France in the 
work of Pascal. The paper will examine this curious comparison between Vico and Kant 




It	has	often	been	said	 that	Giambattista	Vico	exerted	 little	 influence	on	his	
contemporaries,	and	 that	 the	novelty	and	potency	of	his	 thoughts	were	not	
–	and	could	not	have	been	–	recognized	and	appropriately	evaluated	outside	
of	Naples	until	the	19th	century.	This	observation	should	hold	even	truer	for	
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place	in	the	history	of	German	idealism.	In	Hegel’s	Lectures on the History 
of Philosophy	 the	 first	 chapter	 of	 the	 section	 entitled	 “The	Latest	 German	
Philosophy”	 is	 entirely	 devoted	 to	 Jacobi’s	 philosophy,	 followed	 only	 by	
chapters	on	Kant,	Fichte	and	Schelling.	Jacobi	came	to	be	widely	known	and	
was	continuously	present	 in	 the	discussions	of	his	 time	because	he	eagerly	
engaged	in	controversies	with	leading	rationalist	or	idealist	philosophers.	In	







Von den göttlichen Dingen und ihrer Offenbarung	 (1811)	 (Of Things Di-
vine and Their Revelation).	Although	it	is	not	restricted	to	this	polemic	and	




that	he	wrote	and	published	F. W. J. Schellings Denkmal der Schrift von den 
göttlichen Dingen etc. des Herrn Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi und der ihm in 



















work	by	Vico	written	 in	Latin	 entitled	De antiquissima Italorum sapientia 

























open	letter	to	Fichte	An Fichte (or	Jacobi an Fichte,	1799)	and	Ueber das Un-
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describes,	 this	 did	not	 prevent	Schelling’s	 system	 from	going	 even	 further	
as	“the	other	daughter	of	the	critical	philosophy”	and	fully	annihilating	the	
remaining	difference	between	the	philosophy	of	nature	and	moral	philosophy,	
i.e.	 between	 necessity	 and	 freedom,	 and	 openly	 teaching	 that	 only	 nature	
exists	and	nothing	beyond	it.7	Schelling	must	have	come	to	his	naturalism,	
according	to	Jacobi,	because	he	had	presupposed	that	philosophy	must	over-





















of	mathematics	and	 logic	whether	 there	 is	 a	 reality	corresponding	 to	 these	
three	ideas	or	not.
This	Kantian	revolution	in	speculative	philosophy	can	be	compared,	just	as	







Italorum sapientia ex linguae latinae originibus eruenda (1710)	(On the Most 
Ancient Wisdom of Italians Unearthed from the Origins of Latin Language).	
As	the	title	itself	suggests,	the	work	broadly	resembles	Plato’s	Cratylus	in	that	
it	searches	for	ancient	wisdom	preserved	within	some	Latin	words	as	though	





























prior,	De nostri temporis Studiorum Ratione (1708):
“geometrica	ideo	demonstramus,	quia	facimus,	physica	si	demonstrare	possemus,	faceremus.”	
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“Et	 ideo	 a	 caussis	 demonstrant,	 quia	 mens	
humana	 continet	 elementa	 verorum,	 quae	
digerere	 et	 componere	 possit;	 et,	 ex	 quibus	
dispositis	 et	 compositis,	 existit	 verum	 quod	



































as	Schelling	 repeatedly	proclaimed	Spinoza	 to	be	his	 forerunner,	and	Kant	


















port	of	this,	we	can	close	this	paper	quoting	from	De antiquissima Italorum 
sapientia:





















O Jacobijevoj usporedbi Vica s Kantom i Schellingovim sustavom identiteta
Sažetak
Iako općenito vrijedi da Giambattista Vico biva jedva spomenut u Njemačkoj u vrijeme cvata 
njemačkoga idealizma, postoji i znatna iznimka ovoj općoj tvrdnji. Slijedom okolnosti upoznat s 
Vicovim ranim djelom De antiquissima Italorum sapientia ex linguae latinae originibus eruenda 
(1710.), Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi na zanimljiv je način upotrijebio odlomak iz njega u svojem 
spisu Von den göttlichen Dingen und ihrer Offenbarung (1811.), slavnome po polemičkome 
tonu spram Schellingova sustava. Tu Jacobi naznačuje da je Kantov središnji uvid, po kojem 
poimamo objekt samo ukoliko ga možemo konstruirati u našim mislima (kao što je slučaj u geo-
metriji u oprjeci s metafizikom), već izražen u Italiji »davno prije Kanta« u Vicovu djelu, kao i u 
Francuskoj u Pascalovu djelu. Članak istražuje ovu zanimljivu usporedbu između Vica i Kanta 





Vico aus der Sicht des deutschen Idealismus
Über Jacobis Vergleich von Vico mit Kant und mit Schellings Identitätssystem
Zusammenfassung
Obwohl es im Allgemeinen gilt, dass Giambattista Vico während der Blütezeit des deutschen 
Idealismus in Deutschland kaum erwähnt worden ist, gibt es eine wichtige Ausnahme zu dieser 
allgemeinen Behauptung. Da er mit Vicos Frühwerk De antiquissima Italorum sapientia ex 
linguae latinae originibus eruenda (1710) vertraut war, hat Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi auf eine 
interessante Weise einen Abschnitt aus diesem Buch in seiner Schrift Von den göttlichen Dingen 
und ihrer Offenbarung (1811.) gebraucht, die für ihren polemischen Ton gegenüber Schellings 
System berühmt ist. Jacobi gibt hier zu verstehen, dass Kants Haupteinsicht, dass wir einen 
Gegenstand nur insoweit begreifen, als wir ihn vor uns in Gedanken werden zu lassen vermö-
gen, schon „lange vor Kant“ in Italien, in Vicos Werk sowie in Frankreich, in Pascals Werk 
ihren Ausdruck fand. In diesem Aufsatz wird sowohl dieser eigenartige Vergleich zwischen Vico 
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L’étude de Vico dans l’idéalisme allemand
Sur la comparaison jacobienne de Vico avec Kant 
et avec le système d’identité de Schelling
Résumé
Bien qu’il soit généralement admis que Giambattista Vico n’ait pratiquement pas été mentionné 
en Allemagne à l’époque de l’idéalisme allemand, il existe une importante exception à cette dé-
claration générale. Étant donné que Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi s’était familiarisé avec l’oeuvre 
première De	antiquissima	 Italorum	sapientia	 ex	 linguae	 latinae	originibus	eruenda (1710), il 
fait un usage intéressant d’un des passages du livre dans son écrit Von	den	göttlichen	Dingen	
und	 ihrer	Offenbarung (1811) – connu en raison de son ton polémique envers le système de 
Schelling. Ici, il explique que l’idée centrale de Kant selon laquelle nous concevons un objet 
uniquement dans la mesure où nous pouvons le construire dans nos pensées (comme dans le 
cas de la géométrie, à la différence de la métaphysique) a préalablement déjà été formulée en 
Italie « bien longtemps avant Kant » dans l’oeuvre de Vico, mais également en France dans 
les oeuvres de Blaise Pascal. Cet article interroge cette intéressante comparaison entre Vico et 
Kant et le rôle qu’elle a pu avoir dans son contexte originel.
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